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Mr. Chairman and committee members, I am Dave Risley, Fish and Wildlife Division
Administrator of Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP). Iam here in opposition
of House Bill 285.

HB285 would essentially roll back archery season structures currently in place in not less than 34
hunting districts across the state. The existing archery permit season structure has been in place
in five of these districts for at least 20 years. The other 29 hunting districts were placed into their
current archery permit structure beginning with the 2008 hunting season, after an extensive
public process. It is these 29 hunting districts that are at the heart of the debate.

It needs to be very clear that the archery permits we are talking about are BULL ELK permits.
In the Missouri River Breaks hunting districts, there are many trophy-class bull elk that are
highly prized by hunters. So much so that there are a very limited amount of general season rifle
permits that are among the most sought-after of all elk permits. Until the 2008 season, there
were unlimited archery permits available for these same bulls. There were significant increases
in archery hunters seeking these trophy bulls, resulting in overcrowding complaints, equity issues
across user groups, redistribution of elk, and impacts to management effectiveness. And while
archery hunter success is less than rifle hunter success, the overall number of bull elk taken by
archers was beginning to exceed that taken by rifle hunters just because of the sheer number of
archery hunters. ‘

To address these issues before they became greater and more difficult to manage, the FWP
Commission implemented limited archery permits in these units beginning with the 2008 season.
To be consistent and to head off similar potential issues elsewhere, the department recommended
and the Commission approved limiting archery bull permits in any hunting district with limited
rifle permits.

The process resulting in these changes was very open and very broad. It included two lengthy
FWP Commission hearings open to public comment, a 43-day public comment period and 44
different season-setting meetings held across the state. In total, public input included review of
over 1,800 written comments, significant verbal testimony at the 2 FWP Commission hearings
and attendance of approximately 2,000 people at the meetings held across the state.

There have been questions as to why the department would limit the number of permits in
hunting districts that are over objective. Again, to be clear, the permits that were limited were
BULL permits. Bull harvest has very little effect on population size. Population size is most
effectively influenced by antlerless harvest. In those districts that are over objective, antlerless
opportunity for both archery and rifle is very liberal or unlimited. It should also be noted that
many of these units were over objective in 2007 in spite of—if not because of--the previous
structure when there were unlimited or no permits.




Additionally, as the archery season is before the rifle season, archers can negatively influence
later rifle hunting opportunities that typically contribute the most towards population
management. This negative impact by archery harvest on rifle hunters can occur via direct
earlier archery harvest of high-value bulls and/or elk distribution shifts in response to early
archery hunting pressure that can essentially negate opening day for rifle hunters.  Again, it is
important to recognize that archery harvest is not the greatest contribution to antlerless harvest
even with the current liberal or unlimited antlerless elk harvest opportunity for archers in many
of these districts.

While not the singular cause, unlimited bull elk harvest opportunity—especially for highly
valued older-aged bull elk--is fully capable of encouraging “refuge” areas via management
decisions for exclusive elk hunting opportunity. Any intent to have elk consistently available for
such exclusive hunting opportunities can be counter to management objectives that are
dependent upon sufficient hunter harvest. To be clear, limited permits do not and cannot prohibit
exclusive access scenarios that preclude effective management. However, the random permit
allocation resulting from a limited permit structure does reduce the season structure’s
contribution to such circumstances.

Although varying opinions and definitions exist for “hunt quality”, this concept along with
“crowding” was and continues to be a growing theme commonly expressed in public comment
across a diversity of topics. Recognizing the need to maintain management effectiveness, the
implementation of a permit structure allows for the potential adjustment of hunter numbers in
response to public interest for higher quality experiences with respect to available access points,
camp sites, harvest opportunities and the overall number of people in an area. A prescription
fixed in statute removes this flexibility.

Older-aged bulls are intentionally maintained by restricting harvest. The implementation of
limited bull elk archery permits, while contentious, was the product of significant and established
public process directed at the increasing participation in archery hunting, maintaining quality
hunting opportunities, effectively managing big game populations on private and public lands
and dealing with allocation issues between various user groups. HB285 would permanently
undo that decision and would in its place apply in statute a fixed structure that ignores biological
data, social pressures, and public process. For these reasons, FWP respectfully requests a “Do
Not Pass” on SB285.




